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Abstract

This paper addresses the question of why Mormon (LDS) women in Utah
were so involved in the women’s suffrage movement of the late nineteenth
century. This paper explores how two factors in particular—the LDS doctrine
concerning Eve and the practice of polygamy—gave those of the LDS community a perspective on women’s role in society that empowered women rather
than suppressed them. This empowering perspective on the role of women in
society both diverted from the widely-followed protestant traditions of the time
and closely paralleled the beliefs and ideologies of the women’s suffragists. With
a perspective on women’s role in society that corresponded with suffragist ideals,
it is then no surprise that LDS women were both encouraged and eager to join
the national suffrage movement in the United States.
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“Woman, Awake!”: How LDS Doctrine
on the Fall and the Practice of
Polygamy Created a Suffragist Culture
in Nineteenth-Century Mormonism
Sarah Dunn
Utah women were first enfranchised in 1870, preceded only by the
women of Wyoming. In 1887, the Edmunds-Tucker Act revoked Utah
women’s right to vote, initiating the rise of a strong and persistent suffrage movement in the state. After several years of dedicated service to
the cause of suffrage, Utah suffragists succeeded in 1895 in convincing
state legislators to include women’s enfranchisement in the new state
constitution, once more empowering the women of Utah with the right
to participate in the process of government—twenty-five years before
the nineteenth amendment permitted women’s suffrage on a national
level. Many western territories and states moved to enfranchise women
earlier than the eastern states; however, the case of Utah is unique. Utah
was settled and is still largely populated by members of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (commonly referred to as Mormons)1
who, at the time, controversially and openly practiced polygamy. Though
this practice was widely criticized as being oppressive and demeaning
towards women,2 the way that the suffrage movement flourished in Utah
during the late nineteenth century seems to complicate the idea that
early LDS women were tyrannized by their husbands, and begs the question: why were these women suffragists?
I explore how differences in LDS beliefs and practices led both
Mormon women and Mormon church leaders to embrace the American
women’s suffrage movement. Diverging from traditional Protestant
beliefs and practices, specifically concerning the Christian doctrine
of the Fall and the actual practice, though not necessarily the doctrine, of polygamy freed LDS women from the traditional Protestant
ideologies of the curse of Eve and the expected role of women as a
1

In this paper, I refer to members of the church, along with the church itself,
as Mormons or with the acronym LDS.
2 “Utah: Polygamous Women Who Are Fond of the Nasty Sty,” Daily Evening
Telegram (Portland, OR), November 18, 1878: 1.
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clinging vine, or as emotional, financial, and social dependents on
their husbands. Because Mormons saw Eve in a positive light and
found themselves having to adapt to a marital situation that required
more self-reliance of wives, LDS women came to perceive themselves
differently than women traditionally perceived themselves in the
nineteenth century. LDS doctrine and marital practices caused LDS
women, and LDS men, to change their conception of women’s functional role in society and to see women as able and necessary contributors to concerns that lay outside of the domestic sphere. This change
in the LDS conception of women created a parallel between the doctrine of the LDS faith and beliefs propagated by prominent women’s
suffrage leaders (like Elizabeth Cady Stanton), leading women of the
LDS church to become involved in the national suffrage movement.
One of the tools that church and state have used over the centuries
to restrict women’s role in society has been the Christian Bible. For the
stalwart Protestant believer, “the Bible is the unchallengeable source of
Christian faith and the font of all sacred wisdom”—a source of unquestionable authority.3 General Protestant belief teaches that Eve was
overcome by pride and ambition, and when given the choice between following her own will or submitting to God, she chose the first and partook
of the forbidden fruit. As a result, the aspect of equality and partnership
that existed between man and woman prior to this event was dissolved;
Eve, held responsible for succumbing to Satan’s luring and for causing
Adam to sin, was commanded by God to be thereafter subject to her husband, concurrently cursing her female posterity to the same fate. These
fundamental Biblical interpretations created an ideology that was perpetuated for centuries and deeply integrated into society until female submission and inferiority became an indisputable fact and an expected part
of female nature.
Awakened to sexist interpretations of the Bible, early feminist w
 riters
readily recognized how the biblical story of the Fall of Adam and Eve
in particular was used as an omnipotent authority to support the
idea that women were destined to be subject to men. Suffrage leader
Elizabeth Cady Stanton recognized a need to rewrite this narrative that
had suppressed women for so long. In her ambitious project of creating

3

Michael Parenti, “Political Values and Religious Cultures: Jews, Catholics,
and Protestants,” in American Mosaic: Social Patterns of Religion in the
United States, ed. by Philip E. Hammond and Benton Johnson (New York:
Random House, 1970): 234.
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The Woman’s Bible, Stanton’s reading of the Fall took a completely different stance from the traditional Protestant interpretation. Instead of
seeing Eve as subject to blame, Stanton sees her as “the heroine of an
historical occurrence.”4 Stanton claimed that Eve should be praised and
admired for her pursuit of knowledge, as the pursuit of knowledge is generally acknowledged as noble. She saw the curse that was pronounced on
Eve as an addition to the original text and therefore not authoritative.
Additionally, she rejected the notion that Eve was the one to bring evil
into the world, insisting that evil existed in Satan before the Fall and that
the devil is to blame, not a woman.5 Stanton’s interpretation challenged
centuries of authoritative indoctrination; her view offered an allegorical
interpretation that would empower women instead of lowering them
into submission.
Stanton’s suffragist understanding of Eve as powerful and wise paral
lels early LDS doctrine concerning the Fall. Arising within a predominantly Protestant culture, the LDS church distinguished itself in many
ways, one of which being its unique doctrine concerning the Fall. Rather
than view the Fall negatively as most other Christian denominations
did, the LDS church saw the Fall as necessary.6 Early church leaders
commonly taught that were it not for the Fall, humanity would never
have been able to pass “through this school of experience which this life
affords us.”7 In LDS scripture, Adam and Eve both individually rejoice in
their fallen state; Eve explicitly says, “Were it not for our transgression
we never should have had seed, and never should have known good and
evil, and the joy of our redemption, and the eternal life which God giveth
unto all the obedient,”8 again emphasizing the positive effects of the Fall,
categorizing it as a step towards something better. Brigham Young, the
second president and prophet of the church, saw the influence of Eve
on Adam as being “excellent” and as something necessary for the good
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Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “The Woman’s Bible,” The Internet Archive, 1989,
accessed December 1, 2016, https://archive.org/stream/thewomansbible09880gut/wbibl10.txt, 18
Ibid.
Beverly Campbell, Eve and the Choice Made in Eden (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book Company, 2002): 39.
Ibid., 28.
Pearl of Great Price (Salt Lake City: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, 2013): Moses 5:1.
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of humanity.9 Early LDS teachings provided a more positive and less
vengeance
-provoking narrative than traditional Protestant teachings,
providing church members—especially women members—with a different narrative for the foundation of female gender roles. This new narrative relieved LDS women from some of the theological pressure that
had suppressed most Christian women for centuries. With the blame
for condemning the whole human race to mortality lifted, LDS women
could explore new opportunities in their Zion society.
The similarities between the suffragist and the LDS view on the bib
lical story of the Fall are plentiful. Both groups, under the impression
that Protestantism had encouraged a false interpretation, came up with
their own revisions of biblical passages: the LDS church with new scripture gained from a living prophet, and the suffrage movement with
Stanton’s commentary on the Bible. Though Stanton’s interpretation of
the Fall does not go so far as to claim that the bringing of mortality and
suffering into the world was a good thing, she does reinterpret the scriptural passages in Genesis to shed a new light on the amount of blame that
can be placed on women. By claiming the Fall of man into mortality as a
necessary step for humanity, LDS doctrine goes even further; rather than
just place equal blame on the woman and the man, LDS doctrine glorifies and praises Eve for her intelligence and wisdom in forwarding the
divine plan for humanity. LDS teaching gives Eve responsibility for the
Fall, but instead of resentment, this new perspective encourages feelings
of reverence and gratitude towards Eve. Eve desired wisdom and knowledge, and both LDS doctrine and suffragist interpretations see this as
something positive and ennobling. Such new interpretations of the biblical account had the power to inspire women to shake off the myth of
gender inferiority. Since for centuries, “every man has had his own idea
of his own superiority bred into him by this story [of the Fall], and every
woman has had the idea of her own inferiority ground into her by this
same legend,”10 changing the oppressive interpretation of this legend
would change the ideas that men and women held on to concerning
female inferiority.
Religious narratives and doctrines were not the only channels by
which women were made inferior. The ideologies that accompanied

Brigham Yong, Journal of Discourses, edited by G. D. Watts, vol. 14 (Liverpool:
F. D. Richards, 1872): 102.
10 E. M. King, “The Bible and Woman’s Rights,” The Woman’s Tribune 8, no. 39
(1891): 311.
9
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the institution of marriage in nineteenth-century America preached
the same narrative of female submission as the biblical narrative of the
Fall and perpetuated practices that consistently limited women’s role
in society. Caroline Gilman, a nineteenth-century writer of women’s
advice books, counseled young brides to “watch well the first moments
when your will conflicts with his to whom God and society have given
the control. Reverence his wishes even when you do not his opinions,”
encouraging wives to gracefully submit to their husbands’ will.11 In addition to being meek and submissive, women were also expected to be
extremely dependent on their husbands. Elizabeth and John Sanford,
also writers of nineteenth-century advice books, encouraged dependency, claiming that it made women attractive to men and additionally
claiming that a woman being “conscious of her inferiority . . . [should
be] therefore grateful for support,” which she finds in her husband.12
A woman needed the support of her husband not only because of her
relative physical weakness but also because of her intellectual inferiority
as “her head [was] almost too small for intellect but just big enough for
love.”13 In general society, women were seen as unintelligent, weak, and
necessarily submissive. These assumed characteristics of women meant
that the only proper place for such a fragile figure was within the protective walls of the home. As the home was her designated sphere, why
should women seek education or involvement in larger social issues?
Women were to leave such things to those whom it concerned: their husbands. These ideologies were so entwined with the nineteenth-century
understanding of marriage that even if common biblical interpretations
had not supported women’s submission, nineteenth-century beliefs concerning marriage would have been sufficient to do so.
In the late eighteenth century and mid-nineteenth century, voices
began to speak out against the rigidity of the female domestic sphere
and the relationship between husband and wife in marriage. Women
such as Mary Wollstonecraft and Margaret Fuller were convinced that
women were rational beings with just as much intellectual capacity as
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Caroline Howard Gilman, Recollection of a Housekeeper: By Mrs. Clarissa
Packard (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1834): 122.
Elizabeth Sanford and John Sanford, Woman, In Her Social and Domestic
Character (London: Longman, Reese, Orme, Brown, and Green, 1831): 15.
Charles Delucena Meigs, Lecture on Some of the Distinctive Characteristics
of the Female: Delivered Before the Class of the Jefferson Medical College,
January 5, 1847 (Philadelphia: T. K. and P. G. Collins, 1847): 16–17.
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men;14 Fuller saw an ideal marriage involving spiritual and intellectual
equals, refuting the traditional model of male dominance and female
submission.15 The suffragist leaders of the late nineteenth century recog
nized that for women to get the vote, they were going to need to redefine
how women and men saw each other in marriage and redefine the distribution of power and authority within that relationship. Elizabeth
Cady Stanton argued, “If civilly and politically man must stand supreme,
let us at least be equals in our nearest and most sacred relations,”16 indicating that she felt equality in marriage was fundamental in the cause
for women’s rights. Before she could convince men to see their wives
as equal in the civil and political spheres, she needed them to see their
wives as equal in the domestic sphere. Without first giving women basic
rights in their marriage, how could women move forward in gaining
political and civil rights? In her “Address to the Legislature of New
York,” Stanton indicated the many ways in which women were treated
unjustly by the law in marriage: they were deprived of their earnings,
unprotected against domestic abuse, and unprotected against destitution should they be widowed.17 Stanton and others could recognize that
there was something fundamentally wrong with the lack of authority
and power women were given in the marriage relationship. How could
women ever convince men to see them as equals civilly if they could not
see them as equals in the most basic social unit? Suffragists recognized
that if they could convince men to see women as equal partners in marriage, they might be able to get men to see women as equal citizens in
the state.
On the surface, marital practices of the LDS church seemed to favor
the patriarchal supremacy in marriage that was so criticised by suffragists as a source of female oppression. The LDS church infamously
14
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Mary Wollstonecraft, “Excerpts from A Vindication of the Rights of Woman,”
in Half the Human Race: The Rhetoric of the American Women’s Rights
Movement, ed. by Kristine Hansen (Provo, UT: BYU Course Publishing,
2016): 19.
Ibid., 115.
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “On Divorce,” in Half the Human Race: The
Rhetoric of the American Women’s Rights Movement, ed. by Kristine Hansen
(Provo, UT: BYU Course Publishing, 2016): 236
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “Address to the Legislature of New York,” in Half
the Human Race: The Rhetoric of the American Women’s Rights Movement,
ed. by Kristine Hansen (Provo, UT: BYU Course Publishing, 2016):
154–161.
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practiced plural marriage openly from the early 1840s until 1890 when
then-church president Wilford Woodruff issued a statement suspending
the practice of polygamy by church members. Those outside of the LDS
church saw the practice of polygamy as being foreign, repulsive, and
unchaste. The women of Utah were seen as oppressed, “operated upon
by the tyrants that control them . . . [and] slaves to a system worse than
death.”18 LDS philosophy and doctrine on marriage seemed to somewhat
match the criticisms of its practice. The founder of Mormonism, Joseph
Smith, taught concerning marriage that “it is the place of the man, to
stand at the head of his family, and be lord of his own house, not to rule
over his wife as tyrant, neither as one who is fearful or jealous that his
wife will get out of her place, and prevent him from exercising his au
thority.”19 Similar to common social standards of the time, the h
 usband
was the ultimate source of authority in the family; even though he is
to be a kind ruler, he is still a ruler over his wife. Smith taught that the
duty of the wife was “to be in subjection to her husband at all times, not
as a servant, neither as one who fears a tyrant, or a master, but as one,
who, in meekness, and the love of God, regards the laws and institutions of Heaven, looks up to her husband for instruction, edification and
comfort.”20 This image of an ideal wife seems similar to the nineteenth-
century metaphor of women as “clinging vines,” who look to their husbands for all care and support. Apparently, the only real difference
between LDS marriage practice and the status-quo marriage practice
of the nineteenth century was that, in LDS culture, a single “sturdy oak”
could be laden with multiple “clinging vines”—one man could marry
multiple wives, and they could live the practice of marriage as a group.
However, though in theory early LDS views on marriage seemed to
keep women in subjection, the practice of polygamy actually made it
necessary for LDS women to become more independent and self-reliant.
Polygamy paralleled in practice the suffragist view of marital equality
that it countered in theory. Having multiple women depend on one man
for temporal, spiritual, and emotional needs as they would in a monogamous relationship simply was not feasible; one man with multiple wives
18

“Polygamy in Utah: Speech of Hon. Hamilton Ward, Delivered in the
House of Representatives, March 22, 1870,” Elmira Daily Advisor (Elmira,
NY), March 29, 1870: 2.
19 Joseph Smith, Jr., Encyclopedia of Joseph Smith’s Teachings, edited by
Donald Q. Cannon and Larry E. Dahl (Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret Book
Company, 2000).
20 Ibid., 411.
Volume IV | 29

could not provide the same amount of support to each of his dependents
as could a man with only one wife to provide for. Helping to provide
their own needs, LDS women had more opportunity to be involved in
opportunities outside of the home, and they were usually very involved.
A telling example of a self-reliant woman living in a polygamous society is the story of Patty Bartlett Sessions. Sessions first entered into a
polygamous relationship in 1845 when her first husband, David, married
a second wife. This relationship later failed, but David took on another
wife when the couple immigrated to Salt Lake City. In her later marriage to John Parry, Sessions soon found herself in yet another polygamous marriage. In many ways, her story is a sad one; Sessions always
found herself the older wife in her polygamous marriages. Often (likely
because the children were with the younger wife), her husband would
end up spending more of his time with the younger wife than with her.21
Sessions found this situation lonely, and she clearly missed the emotional
and temporal support of her husband. In her diary, Sessions complained
frequently of how hard it was to cut her own wood, and when she married John Parry, she wrote “I was married to John Parry and I feel to
thank the Lord that I have some one [sic] to cut my wood for me.”22 Later
on, after Parry took on a second wife, Sessions wrote frequently of how
different men that she had hired brought her loads of wood, her husband
being occupied elsewhere.
Finding herself unable to lean heavily on either of her husbands
for support throughout her life, Sessions, in order to support herself,
became a more independent woman. Early on in her adult life, before
she ever entered a polygamous relationship, Sessions made a living as a
midwife. After her first husband died, Sessions continued to help support her husband’s second wife with her income from this occupation.23
Sessions was also involved in the LDS organization for women, the
Relief Society. Through this organization, she found fulfillment in charitable causes and leadership opportunities.24 Living in polygamy was not
easy for many women, especially when their expectations for marriage
Merina Smith, “Living Openly in Polygamy,” in Revelation, Resistance, and
Mormon Polygamy: The Introduction and Implementation of the Principle,
1830–1853 (Logan, UT: Utah State University Press, 2013): 235–241.
22 Donna Smart, Life Writings of Frontier Women: Mormon Midwife: The
1846–1888 Diaries of Patty Bartlett Sessions (Logan, UT: Utah State
University Press, 1997): 170.
23 Smith, “Living Openly in Polygamy,” 237.
24 Ibid., 241.
21
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came from having observed only a monogamous relationship; however,
women could find a way to make such a relationship work by learning,
like Patty, to rely more on themselves rather than try to futilely depend
on their husbands.
Being ennobled by a new narrative of Eve and learning independence
from their polygamist marriages, LDS women voiced their opinions on
women’s roles and rights in society. In the Woman’s Exponent, a news
publication created specifically for the women of the LDS church, LDS
women wrote about their views on various issues, including women’s
enfranchisement, education, and advancement. The Woman’s Exponent,
from its beginning in 1872 until it stopped printing in 1914, served as a
voice and platform for LDS women, a place where women could share
their faith and opinions. Importantly, the Woman’s Exponent served as
the LDS voice for the Utah suffrage movement, especially after Utah
women were disenfranchised in 1887 with the passing of the EdmundsTucker Act. These women understood the opposition they faced in
seeking equality, recognizing that many still saw women as second
class. One article declares, “the day has not yet scarcely dawned when
the name woman is not a synonym of ignorance and weakness. We are
gathered from the midst of all nations, and in every one of these nations,
the education of woman was almost ignored.”25 These LDS women recognized that much of the world opposed women receiving more education than was needed to perform domestic tasks. In response to what
they saw as the oppressive influences of culture toward women, w
 riters
of the Woman’s Exponent encouraged women to “attend lectures, concerts, galleries and whatever means is within her reach to inform her
mind, relax her nerves, and quicken her relish of life,” insisting that
education was necessary and valuable.26 These LDS women recognized
the same story of women that Atlantic coast feminists did: for centuries, women had been undermined by men, and they needed to fight
for equality. Just as suffrage leaders from the East Coast were exposed
to social movements, like abolitionism, that led them to consider the
unjust situation of women, LDS women were led by new doctrine on
Eve and self-reliance learned from plural marriage to consider the disadvantages that women faced.

Louisa Lula Greene Richards, “A Talk with the Sisters,” Woman’s Exponent
(Salt Lake City, UT), March 1, 1874: 191.
26 Ibid.

25

Volume IV | 31

The story of Emmeline B. Wells shows how this combination of a
positive doctrine concerning Eve and the independence required of
women in the practice of plural marriage could create a suffragist. Wells
converted to Mormonism when she was fourteen. She became a plural
wife when she was seventeen after her first husband and young child
died, and she, along with other saints, moved west. Her second husband
passed away in 1850, and she married again in 1852, becoming the seventh wife of Daniel H. Wells. Not unlike Patty Bartlett Sessions, Wells
found herself suffering emotionally in her polygamist marriage. She
wanted the “shelter and protection of a strong arm”27 from her husband,
but she was often disappointed, as he continually was unable to p
 rovide
that emotional support and companionship she desired. She soon
became economically and emotionally independent of him within the
marriage. Learning from her own suffering and experiences, she stated,
“I am determined to train my girls to habits of independence so that they
never need to trust blindly but understand for themselves and have sufficient energy of purpose to carry out plans for their own w
 elfare and
happiness.”28 Her circumstances taught her that women in an LDS polygamist world needed to be capable of self-reliance and independence in
order to find a full life.
Wells’s understanding of Eve’s behavior in the Fall shows how she
valued characteristics of strong will and self-reliance in women. In a
Relief Society lesson published while Wells was general president of
the Relief Society, Eve was described and praised as having “that kind
of courage which is compounded of daring and recklessness: she dared
to disobey, when her husband, more cautious and more alive to the
dangers of disobedience, refused to break the first great law.”29 The
lesson goes on to discuss how Eve was aware of the greater b
 lessings
that would come after the Fall, such as wisdom and the ability to have
children.30 The liberty that Wells takes to expand on the teachings
of LDS church leaders by praising Eve for daring to disobey and for
implicitly having more courage than Adam is evidence of her intellectual liberation. She is willing to go beyond teaching verbatim the
words of her patriarchal leaders and add her own understanding to the
interpretation of the doctrine.
27

Carol Cornwall Madsen, “Emmeline B. Wells: ‘Am I Not a Woman and a
Sister?’” BYU Studies 22, no. 2 (1982): 164.
28 Ibid.
29 “Guide Lessons: Lesson 1,” Relief Society Magazine 5, no. 1 (1915): 548.
30 Ibid.
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With both her economic and her intellectual self-reliance, it is not
surprising that Wells went on to become very involved, not only in her
church organization as the president of the Relief Society from 1910 to
1921 but also significantly as a delegate to the National Woman Suffrage
Association for Utah. Both her belief in her faith and her practice of her
faith through the adoption of polygamy made her an independent and
powerful woman. Her understanding of women and of what women
were capable of, which she gleaned from her church doctrine and from
her experience as a woman, made suffrage a natural cause for her.
LDS doctrine on Eve and the practice of polygamy made women like
Wells predisposed to involvement in women’s suffrage. However, the picture of LDS women’s involvement in suffrage cannot be fully understood
without taking into account the role that LDS men played in propelling
women’s participation in the movement. In a patriarchal society where
men held every position of government in the church (aside from the
Relief Society organization), why would these men have any reason to
want to include women in government?
One motivation for LDS church leaders to enfranchise women might
have been an effort to preserve the practice of polygamy. Women in the
Utah territory were initially given the vote in 1870. The bill was at first
supported by those outside of Utah as a way to end polygamy in the
territory and “to undermine the power of the Mormon church in Utah.”31
However, this was not the case: Mormon women supported their faith
and polygamy, despite obtaining suffrage. In response to anti-polygamists,
Harriet Young Cook declared she wanted “the world to know that the
women of Utah prefer virtue to vice, and the home of an honorable wife
to the gilded pageantry of fashionable temples of sin.”32 While living in a
polygamous family had its challenges, many LDS women still supported
and defended plural marriage vehemently, believing the benefits to
society outweighed the costs. When Utah women were threatened with
disenfranchisement by the Edmunds-Tucker Act, Church leaders would
have wanted to support the cause of women’s suffrage in order to protect
their way of life.
Though national suffragists were opposed to the practice of polygamy,
they were “unwilling to relinquish this important suffrage stronghold and
31
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Thomas G. Alexander, “An Experiment in Progressive Legislation: The
Granting of Woman Suffrage in Territorial Utah in 1970,” in Battle for the
Ballot: Essays on Woman Suffrage in Utah, 1870–1896, edited by Carol
Cornwall Madsen (Logan, UT: Utah State University Press, 1997): 112.
J. Melcher, “The Mormon Women,” New Hampshire Gazette 114, no. 20: 4.
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attempted to separate the issues of polygamy and suffrage in proposed
congressional legislation.”33 Church leaders saw this support as an opportunity to gain an ally for their cause and sent two women, Wells and Zina
Young Williams, as representatives to Washington D.C. in order to seek
the support of the president, Rutherford B. Hayes, and to make contact
with and establish a relationship with national suffrage leaders. Wells
and Williams were selected purposefully by church leaders to go to the
nation’s capital. The fact that church leaders encouraged involvement
in the national women’s suffrage movement shortly before the passing
of the Edmunds-Tucker Act might imply an additional motive to LDS
church leaders’ encouragement and support of LDS women’s involvement in women’s suffrage, specifically to preserve polygamy.
Looking beyond the motive of trying to preserve the practice of
polygamy, part of the reason why LDS church leaders supported LDS
women’s involvement in the suffrage movement may have been simply
because they agreed that women should have, if not the same responsibilities as men, at least equal rights with men in government. For years,
LDS women had participated in casting their vote to support church
leaders.34 LDS men, along with their female counterparts, taught that
Eve should be praised and blessed for her wisdom. Undoubtedly, LDS
church leaders understood that women were just as essential to their
society as men were, as they sent women to the East to attend medical school in order to provide their community with more physicians
and nurses.35 Women were also requested to help with printing and
with developing a silk industry, small businesses, and grain storage,
among other duties.36 With all that their leaders, in particular President
Brigham Young, asked of LDS women, one could only assume that these
patriarchal men saw women’s influence in their community extending
beyond their service within the walls of their homes. Understanding the
role of women in their community, perhaps it seemed only natural and
33

Emmeline B. Wells, “The History of Woman Suffrage in Utah 1870–1900,”
in Battle for the Ballot: Essays on Woman Suffrage in Utah, 1870–1896,
edited by Carol Cornwall Madsen (Logan, UT: Utah State University Press,
1997): 8.
34 Peggy Fletcher Stack, “Mormonism and Feminism?” Wilson Quarterly 15,
no. 2 (1991): 30.
35 Jill Mulvay Derr, “Eliza R. Snow and the Woman Question,” in Battle for
the Ballot: Essays on Woman Suffrage in Utah, 1870–1896, edited by Carol
Cornwall Madsen (Logan, UT: Utah State University Press, 1997): 79.
36 Ibid., 79–80.
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just to LDS men for LDS women to participate in the process of voting.
In a speech given in 1883, apostle Erastus Snow claimed that it was the
Lord who inspired church leaders and legislatures to extend “the elective
franchise to women as well as men, and to recognize the freedom and
liberty, which belongs to the fairer sex as well as the s terner.”37 Just as
LDS women’s conceptions on female identity and marriage were influenced by LDS doctrine and the practice of polygamy, so were LDS men’s
conceptions of women and the responsibilities they could fulfill. The
beliefs and practices of the LDS faith formed a culture that was able
to transform the minds of almost all members of the society towards
women, a ligning the beliefs of both LDS men and LDS women with the
ideologies of women’s suffrage.
With the LDS doctrine on Eve, the women’s development of self-
reliance in the practice of polygamy, and the support of male counterparts
all working to encourage Mormon women’s involvement in the women’s
suffrage movement, as stated by Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “the fact can
not be controverted that the sentiment of the majority of the people of
Utah always has been in favor of equal suffrage.”38 Though there was
still a belief in the LDS culture that supported traditional gender roles,
women were encouraged to seek personal improvement and to take a
more active role in their community, including running for legislature.
Dr. Martha Hughes Cannon ran in the same election as her husband and
won, making Utah the first state in the United States to elect a woman
to the state legislature. More women in Utah were later elected into the
House of Representatives. In positions of influence and power, these
women became agents for social change. Stanton recounted, “All the bills
introduced or championed by Dr. Cannon became laws.”39 By being able
to participate in a legislature, women had more of a voice and influence
in Utah than ever before. By granting women the opportunity to vote
and electing them to legislative positions, Utah led the United States in
women’s rights at the end of the nineteenth century.
Utah’s leading example in the women’s suffrage movement leaves an
inspirational legacy for women, especially women of the LDS faith. It was
the perception that early LDS women had of themselves that empowered
them to rise above the social barriers that had hedged them in for so long
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and to find that they had a voice capable of real influence. For a church
that still follows a patriarchal structure of leadership, embracing a history
where women were celebrated for their accomplishments outside of the
home and encouraged to participate in larger social movements could
change the way LDS women see and identify themselves. Emmeline B.
Wells penned these beautiful words:
Woman, awake! as mother, daughter, friend,
Thine energies and earnest efforts lend,
To help thy country in her hour of need—
Prove thine integrity by word and deed!
For woman’s star is lighting up the dawn,
And rosy gleams presage the coming morn.40

Wells saw, after a long night of oppression, a dawning opportunity for
women to “help [their] country in her hour of need,” to take equal part
in improving their society. Embracing this heritage, contemporary LDS
women ought to feel empowered to see themselves as active effectors of
change and leaders and lights to the world. ◆

40

Emmeline B. Wells, Musings and Memories (Salt Lake City: Deseret News,
1915): 53.
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